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 ‘I am a blank, here, between parentheses.  
Between other people.’ (Atwood 1996:240) 
1.0 Introduction 
A world polluted to the extent that the birth rate is falling close to zero and social practices are 
substituted by a construction of repopulation in which women are subjugated to become fertility 
machines. A society maintained by fear, oppression and anonymity, that is the Republic of Gilead. 
Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale, written in 1986, depicts the story of Offred, a 
Handmaid, and the inner workings of the totalitarian regime instituted in the Republic of Gilead. 
In a not too distant future, we find a dystopian description of a monotheocratic society where 
gender roles and fundamentalism are taken to their ‘logical conclusions’ (Atwood 1998). As 
history repeats itself, it creates a terrifying image of a possible American society based on the 
patchwork of existing or past social experiments. Among others: ‘The society in The Handmaid’s 
Tale is a throwback to the early Puritans (…)’ (Atwood 1998).  
 
1.1 Problem Definition 
The theocratic society described in The Handmaid’s Tale has incorporated elements of 
Puritanism, however the society appears to be dystopian rather than utopian as the Puritans 
intended. It would seem then that aspects of the puritan society as well as gender related issues are 
being used as a scenario of fear, but the question is in what way and why. Thus this project 
synopsis will attempt to resolve the following question.   
 
How does the speculative dystopian society depicted in The Handmaid’s Tale mirror the 
utopian Puritan society especially in regard to gender and religion and what is the effect? 
 
1.2 Method  
The method for the analysis will mainly consist of selected aspects of a literary analysis with New 
Historicism functioning as its theoretical framework. More specifically, a short definition of the 
terms Utopia and Dystopia will provide the analysis with its foundation for the discussion of 
genre. The outline of the chapters in the synopsis will be as follows. Firstly, the terms Utopia, 
Dystopia, theocracy and totalitarianism will be clarified in the definition of terms. Secondly, the 
chapter on literary theory will give a short introduction to New Historicism. Thirdly, the actual 
analysis will limit its focus to three aspects of the literary analysis, which are narratology, genre 
and theme with special emphasis on the issues of gender and religion. Finally, the synopsis will 
sum op the results of the analysis in the conclusion and provide the reader with some perspectives 
for further discussion. 
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1.3 Definition Of Terms 
The term ‘Utopia’ ‘(…) designates the class of fictional writings that represent an ideal, 
nonexistent political and social way of life.’ (Abrams 2005:337). Sir Thomas More with his book 
Utopia originally formed the term by combining ‘(…) the Greek words “eutopia” (good place) 
and “outopia” (no place).’ (Abrams 2005:337). Many Utopias have been depicted by means of a 
traveller coming to a new and distant country in which the author can then represent the perfect or 
ideal state. ‘Dystopia’, on the other hand, has been perceived as the antithesis of Utopia often 
characterized by ‘(…) an authoritarian or totalitarian form of government, or some other kind of 
oppressive social control.’ (Wikipedia: dystopia). Moreover, ‘The term dystopia (“bad place”) 
has recently come to be applied to works of fiction, including science fiction, that represent a very 
unpleasant imaginary world in which ominous tendencies of our present social, political, and 
technological order are projected into a disastrous future culmination.’ (Abrams 2005:337). 
A ‘theocracy’ is ‘(…) a country that is ruled by religious leaders.’ (CALD: theocracy). In this 
case, the Republic of Gilead is a monotheocracy. The term ‘totalitarianism’ is defined as ’(...) a 
political system in which those in power have complete control and do not allow people freely to 
oppose them’ (CALD: totalitarianism). 
 
2.0 The Theoretical Framework 
This chapter will provide the reader with a brief introduction to the aspect of literary theory called 
New Historicism, which appears to be a relevant theoretical frame of understanding for the 
literary analysis of the novel. 
 
2.1 New Historicism  
New Historicism emerged in the early 1980s and seeks in literary studies to deal with a text 
within the ‘(…) historical and cultural conditions of its production, its meanings, its effects, and 
also of its later critical interpretations and evaluations.’ (Abrams 2005:190). In this view, the 
literary text is ‘(…) “situated” within the totality of the institutions, social practices, and 
discourses that constitute the culture of a particular time and place, and with which the literary 
text interacts as both a product and a producer of cultural energies and codes.’ (Abrams 
2005:191). According to new historicists: ‘There are two meanings of the word “history”: (a) “the 
events of the past” and (b) “telling a story about the events of the past”.’ (Selden et al. 2005:181). 
From the latter follows that: ‘The past can never be available to us in pure form, but always in the 
form of “representations” (…)’ (Selden et al. 2005:181). These representations are ‘(…) cultural 
constructs of the historical conditions specific to an era.’ (Abrams 2005:191). So in this respect 
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‘There is no single “history”, only discontinuous and contradictory “histories”.’ (Selden et al. 
2005:181).  
 
3.0 The Handmaid’s Tale – A Literary Analysis 
This chapter will primarily investigate three aspects of the literary analysis namely narratology, 
genre and theme with special consideration to the issues concerning gender and religion. The 
analysis will operate on two levels; one level will concern itself with what could be termed the 
‘form’ of the novel and the other with the ‘content’ of the novel. The level regarding form will 
focus on certain aspects of narratology as well as discussing the literary genre. The level dealing 
with content will primarily take shape through a thematic analysis of the novel especially 
considering gender and religion. It should be noted, however, that the complexity of The 
Handmaid’s Tale could have induced many other and different kinds of literary analyses; 
nevertheless the attempt here has been to centre this analysis on the issues of gender and religion. 
Therefore there may be essential aspects of the novel, which are only touched upon or not 
mentioned at all but the analysis should be seen as an appetizer for further discussion. 
 
3.1. Narratology And Genre – Discussing The Form 
In this part of the analysis, I will attempt to investigate the form of the novel, thus looking at the 
narrator(s) and the narrative construction in relation to New Historicism. Furthermore I wish to 
discuss the literary genre of the novel especially in relation to the Utopia/Dystopia distinction. 
 
3.1.1 Re/Telling The Tale 
The Handmaid’s Tale consists primarily of a first person narrator, the Handmaid Offred. However 
at the end of the novel, we find the frame story of researchers in the year 2195 having a 
symposium on ‘Gileadian Studies’ with the keynote speaker reflecting on ‘Problems of 
authentication in reference to The Handmaid’s Tale’ (Atwood 1996:312). This changes the 
narrative point of view from a female subjective narrator to a male patriarchal narrator and the 
story is provided with a ‘(…) satire on academic conferences and objective views of history.’ 
(Howells 2000:142). This patriarchal male narrator seems to suggest a social and perhaps feminist 
critique of the masculine academic world still reluctant to authenticate a personal (feminine) 
narrative as factual and valid. Here is a female narrator, telling her stories from a subjective, non-
factual point of view. This is not a history; it is a ‘(…) herstory, a deconstructive view of 
patriarchal authority (…)’ (Howells 2000:142).  
‘This is a reconstruction. All of it is a reconstruction.’(Atwood 1996:144). The narrative 
construction in Offred’s tale also presents different versions of the same story, for instance her 
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affair with Nick, the Chauffeur, is actually retold several times. ‘It didn’t happen that way either. 
I’m not sure how it happened; not exactly. All I can hope for is a reconstruction: the way love 
feels is always only approximate.’ (Atwood 1996:275). Thus there seems to be a view on history, 
which reflects that of New Historicism, namely that history is made up of representations, which 
are at times contradictory and discontinuous. This is reflected in the telling and retelling in 
Offred’s narrative, which is highly personal and subjective. It almost seems to be changing 
according to the mood or situation of the narrator (one can almost imagine her sitting in a cellar 
on her way to exiled freedom recording her tale to an invisible narratee). In her novels, Margaret 
Atwood ‘(…) reminds us that it is nearly impossible to expect one single “true story” to emerge 
from the wealth of alternatives: changes in perspective and context alter interpretations of facts 
and narratives.’ (Palumbo 2000:85).  
 
3.1.2 ‘Feminist Dystopia’ – Speculating In Genre 
The author Coral Ann Howells speculates whether The Handmaid’s Tale qualifies as a ‘feminist 
dystopia’. Atwood’s concern is just as much in regard to basic human rights as it is to women’s in 
particular (Howells 2000:142). Also the novel could be perceived as ‘(…) the genre of women’s 
fictive autobiography, prison narrative or survival narrative (…) or it may even be read as a 
parodic version of female romance (…)’ (Howells 2000:142). It seems that the novel is in the 
least a ‘feminine dystopian’. Most Dystopias have traditionally been masculine e.g. Orwell or 
Huxley. But here the main character is a women who ‘(…) is marginalized and disempowered 
because of her sex (…) the officially silenced Other becomes the central narrative voice (…)’ 
(Howells 2000:142). This fact alone seems to suggest an emphasis on feminist issues. Moreover, 
the novel problematizes both feminists’ as well as their conservative counterparts’ views on 
women issues by taking these to their ‘logical conclusion’. Exemplified by the issues concerning 
pornography, abortion or tolerance towards homosexuality (Moira is a lesbian) as well as notions 
about sex and romantic love in general. Also there is certainly a questioning of gender roles to be 
found in the way the women have been assigned to partake in one particular task in the 
household.1 In fact here ‘The novel refers back to narratives of Puritan New England in its 
construction of a theocracy where all inhabitants are subsumed into their appointed roles.’ 
(Palumbo 2000:81).  
The distinction between utopia and dystopia in the novel is somewhat blurred, or the novel 
appears to contain both. The dystopian aspect is quite clearly the extensive one, especially 
conveyed through Offred’s narrative. Here we find the unpleasant imaginary world with its 
                                                
1 For example: cleaning or cooking (Marthas), reproduction (Handmaids), the picture perfect but discontent 
housewife (Wives of the Commanders), educators of the handmaids (Aunts) and the patriarchal provider 
(Commanders). All security personnel are also male. 
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totalitarian regime and the oppressive social control. Also the Historical Notes at the end of the 
novel is an aspect of dystopia similar to the Appendix on Newspeak in Nineteen Eighty-four 
(Howells 2000:142). However, we do find aspects of a possible escape or a utopian horizon so to 
speak. For instance, there is the sole fact that Offred can record her story at all, there is the refuge 
for the members of the resistance outside the borders of the United States and there is the future 
society hinted at in the Historical Notes, which seems to have passed through the oppressive 
Gilead period. Furthermore, the puritan elements ironically suggest Utopia, but a Utopia that has 
failed for all members of society; a heavenly hell. For instance the Wives discontentment, the 
Jezebel’s Club or the previous Handmaid’s suicide are symptomatic of the social decline and 
indicates Gilead’s eventual defeat (Moylan 2000:164-165). In Atwood’s own words: ‘(…) “Both 
utopias and dystopias have the habit of cutting off the hands and feet and even heads of those who 
don’t fit in the scheme”(…)’ (Atwood quoted in Howells 2000:141). 
 
3.2 Gender And Religion – Discussing The Content 
This is the second part of the literary analysis in which I will offer a thematic analysis of the 
‘content’ of the novel. The themes of gender and religion occurred to me to be highly relevant for 
the discussion of both the ‘feminist dystopia’ and the ‘puritan utopia’.  
 
3.2.1 The Handmaid – A Biblical Construction 
One central theme in the novel has to do with the construction of gender roles. In fact the most 
fascinating and perhaps most appalling invention of the novel is the function of the Handmaids – 
a group of fertile women assigned to ‘elite barren couples’ in order to produce babies (Atwood 
1998). It is a return to biblical polygamy, where surrogate mothers were legitimised and enforced. 
As the researcher states: ‘(…) they thus replaced the serial polygamy common in the pre-Gilead 
period with the older form of simultaneous polygamy practised in early Old Testament times and 
in the former State of Utah in the nineteenth century.’ (Atwood 1996:317).  
The biblical references in the novel suggest aspects of Puritanism taken to its ‘logical conclusion’. 
One clue can be found in the novel’s first epigraph. It is Genesis 30:1-3, ‘(...) which is one of 
several passages that make clear that in patriarchal Hebrew times it was perfectly legitimate for a 
man to have sex and even beget children by his servants (slaves), particularly if his wife was 
infertile.’ (Brians 1995). It seems to be implied that it is just as demeaning to perceive women as 
fertility objects than as sexual objects. However (...) it is highly unlikely that the puritanical 
religious right would ever adopt the sexual practices depicted in this novel (…)’ (Brians 1995).  
There is also a patriarchal element in the construction of the Handmaids’ names. These are made 
up of the preposition ‘of’ and then the first name of the Commander to whom they have been 
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assigned. As the handmaids are reposted every two years, they have no name of their own and are 
thus simply the property of for instance Commander Fred (Offred). Oppressed in anonymity, they 
are sex slaves or fertility machines to be bought and sold by the rich and powerful. This social 
construction could be carried out because the regime instituted its totalitarian power by replacing 
all paper money with gender-coded credit cards and then registering all female cardholders as 
invalid and out of a job (Kanter 2004). They simply ‘(…) shot the President and machine-gunned 
the Congress and the army declared it a state of emergency. They blamed it on the Islamic 
fanatics, at the time.’ (Atwood 1996:183). Interesting to note that the novel was written in 1986. 
 
3.2.2 Religion and Puritanism  
Another central theme is related to Puritanism and the religious elements e.g. the many biblical 
references and the construction of the theocratic society. ‘The early Puritans came to America not 
for religious freedom (…) but to set up a society that would be a theocracy (like Iran) ruled by 
religious leaders, and monolithic, that is, a society that would not tolerate dissent within itself.’ 
(Atwood 1998). The monolithic element is seen in various ways in the novel, for instance the 
Eyes (watchers), the Guardians (police), the Salvaging (killings), the Colonies, the Unwomen and 
the Wall (display of the executed sinners). All these elements help to intimidate and maintain the 
Gileadians in fear and this avoids any open opposition or resistance from the citizens. 
The asceticism often associated with Puritanism is also present in the novel, as is the leading of a 
humble and obedient life before God. In fact, the Handmaid’s entire existence has elements of 
Puritanism. From the measured meals she is forced to eat (it is her body that is essential, not her 
mind), the minimalist setting of her room and the burkah-like uniform she has to wear to the pious 
and obedient submission of her body for the greater good of the Gileadian community. However, 
this could be perceived as a modern pejorative way of looking at Puritanism. Offred is quite 
clearly not a believer; throughout the novel she compares her present situation to the one in the 
Pre-Gilead period. Contrarily, the Puritans ‘(…) truly believed this was a new beginning, a fresh 
start for history and religion, a millenarian enterprise.’ (Ruland and Bradbury 1991:8). 
One of the most influential non-clerical Puritan leaders, John Winthrop, declared: ‘(…) in his 
famous shipboard sermon on the Arbella that “the eyes of all people are upon us” and that the 
Puritans were called to erect ”a citty upon an Hill” – a city that would stand as lesson and beacon 
to the entire world.’ (Ruland and Bradbury 1991:11). This male Puritan utopia sees its dark alter 
ego in the feminine dystopia of The Handmaid’s Tale. The novel is ‘(…) acknowledging both the 
legacy of history and questioning inheritance.’ (Howells 2000:150). 
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4.0 Conclusion 
The Handmaid’s Tale can be seen as a dystopian vision of the American society referring back to 
currents in the present day American society as well as other past or present social experiments 
around the world. There is quite clearly a questioning of radical feminists’ as well as their 
conservative counterparts’ visions on childbirth, pornography, abortion and womanhood, where 
both positions are taken to the extreme, to their respective ‘logical conclusions’. Moreover, the 
novel mirrors aspect of the Puritan society as in for instance the organisation of the theocracy, the 
many biblical references or the fundamentalism governing the characters and their existences. 
However, these puritan elements are used ironically and perhaps somewhat condescendingly to 
portray a horrific version of a fundamentalist and totalitarian American society that is far from the 
Puritans’ promised land of freedom and opportunity. The Utopia of the Puritan settlers has here 
been turned into a feminine dystopia – a ‘herstory’ of a heavenly hell. Thus this feminine 
speculative dystopia, pessimistic in form though ambiguous in ending, questions our historical 
legacy and our views on ecology, religion and gender. The dedicated reader cannot but reconsider 
the past, the present and the future of human social existence.    
 
4.1 Perspectives 
The historical commentary with references to for instance the Iranian monotheocracy, the falling 
birth rate in the Scandinavian countries and the polygamy practised in the State of Utah is 
interesting to discuss further in relation to new historicism. Also the particular time and place in 
which Atwood wrote the novel could be pertinent to establish since the literary text, to new 
historicists, is a product and producer of ‘cultural energies and codes’ of the particular era in 
which it is written. One could also look at the elements of Puritanism still present or perhaps 
already present in the American society today. 
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